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Published: Wednesday, February 12, 1992
Feb. 4 (12:30 a.m.): The "Jose Leonardo Chirinos" army paratrooper regiment, based in Maracay,
attacked the presidential palace (Miraflores) and the president's residence (La Casona) in Caracas,
in an unsuccessful attempt to assassinate President Carlos Andres Perez. Perez had just returned
from Davos, Switzerland, where he participated in the World Economic Forum. Radio Caracas
reported that four soldiers were killed inside the government palace. Rebel troops occupied the
La Carlota airport (eastern Caracas, site of the main air force base), and certain strategic areas of
Maracaibo, Valencia and Maracay. Rebels held the governor's palace in Maracaibo for several
hours. Heavy fighting immediately broke out between the rebel and loyalist troops. Roads to the
capital city were blocked. The events of the attempted coup were covered throughout the early
morning hours on national television and Radio Caracol (headquartered in Bogota, Colombia).
In a nationally broadcast TV and radio message, Defense Ministry spokesperson Rear Adm.
Jose Rafael Huiziclavier said the situation was "being controlled," and that "the few remaining
insurrectionists must immediately surrender." According to the spokesperson, the Venezuelan
people and President Perez "can be assured of the loyalty" of the military to the constitution and
the government. Within a few hours, loyalist troops took control of La Carlota. Caracas radio station
Rumbos reported that sporadic gunfire was heard inside the base. According to a report appearing
in daily newspaper El Nacional, after escaping from Miraflores, Perez called Defense Minister
Gen. Fernando Ochoa Antich and told him, "No negotiations. Give them bullets." (4:30 a.m.): In
a statement broadcast on TV and radio, Perez said the coup attempt had failed, and that loyalist
troops had saved his life. He added, "Within a few minutes I will return to Miraflores, because the
rebel troops have already been captured." Perez said he had received statements of solidarity from
US President George Bush, Colombian President Cesar Gaviria and Argentine President Carlos
Menem, Venezuelan business leaders, the Venezuelan Workers Confederation (Confederacion
de Trabajadores de Venezuela-CTV), and all political parties. The CTV represents about a third of
the Venezuelan labor force. According to a report by Radio Caracol, automatic weapons fire and
mortar explosions could still be heard throughout the capital. (5 a.m.): In a live broadcast aired
by Radio Caracol, an unidentified coup leader said the rebel troops' organization was called the
Bolivar Revolutionary Movement (Movimiento Bolivariano Revolucionario-MBR). The MBR, he
said, is comprised of junior officers and has "a great deal of popular support." The officer said
the MBR launched the coup attempt because members "do not believe in continued violence
against people in order to maintain a government that lacks popular support." Rebels troops, he
added, are committed to "fighting corruption within political parties, the justice system and the
military hierarchy, and to rescuing the country's... dignity in the face of international financial
institutions." Information Minister Andres Eloy Blanco reported that "pockets of resistance"
remained in Caracas, and in Aragua and Zulia states. Defense Minister Ochoa Antich said jet
fighter crews had been ordered to attack rebel forces if they refuse to surrender. According to
Ochoa, six battalions were involved in the coup plot, and that eight officers and 80 soldiers had
thus far been arrested. (6:40 a.m.): After returning to Miraflores, Perez issued a televised ultimatum
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to a rebel captain holding out at a fort in Valencia. Perez said rebel troops in Aragua and Zulia
had been defeated. "All the [military] commands and all the bases remained loyal...[O]nly a
group of mutinous officers, dishonoring their uniform, dared to lead this attempted coup with the
aim of assassinating the president of the republic." The president was accompanied by Defense
Minister Ochoa Antich and Interior Minister Virgilio Avila Vivas, dispelling rumors that the two
cabinet members had been taken hostage or sided with the rebels. The governments of Spain,
France, Mexico, Cuba, Brazil and the Netherlands, UN Secretary General Butros Butros-Ghali,
the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC), the Organization of American States
(OAS), The European Economic Community (EEC), the United Natoins "Latin American and
Caribbean Group" (GRULAC), and the Ibero-American Federation of Journalist Associations
(FIAP) condemned the attempted coup and expressed support for the Perez administration. (8:00
a.m.): The government announced the suspension of seven constitutional guarantees for at least 10
days. Included were freedom of speech, protection from search and seizure, protection from arrest
without due process, and the rights to strike and to organize public demonstrations. The decree
was approved by the Congress a few hours later. Perez ordered F-16 fighter planes to fly low over
Caracas and Valencia in order to frighten rebel troops. Local media sources reported air attacks on
rebel hold-outs in Caracas and Valencia. The Agence France-Presse (AFP) quoted "youths close to
the coup plotters" as saying that the MBR "emerged after months of discussion within the armed
forces about issues of sovereignty, the role of Latin America's military institutions, and Venezuela's
social and economic problems." The youths said the rebels were unhappy with the severe economic
austerity measures imposed by the government over the past three years, and the judicial system
which "favors impunity for the corrupt." According to AFP's sources, the rebels were seeking to
impose a five-point "nationalist and popular" program, which included preservation of national
sovereignty through defense of claims to the Gulf of Venezuela, a crackdown on illegal activities by
Brazilian miners, revision of the government's privatization program, economic policy changes to
provide support for agriculture and small business and to reduce foreign debt service payments,
and implementation of an emergency plan to reduce hunger and extreme poverty grounded on
job creation and increased production of foodstuffs. The youths also said the coup leaders were
committed to prosecution of government officials responsible for corruption over the past decade.
They planned to take control of the government empowered by a decree which would supersede
the 1961 constitution, and organize a Constituent Assembly to promote a national debate on basic
constitutional issues. Loyalist troops took control of the Guarenas suburb, located about 25 km. east
of the capital. Guarenas was the principal site of the 1989 riots, known as the "Caracazo." (11:30
a.m.): In Valencia, MBR leader Lt.Col. Hugo Chavez Frias surrendered. During a televised broadcast,
Chavez called on his followers to turn over their weapons to loyalist soldiers. He said, "By now it
is evident that, for now, our main objectives have not been achieved in the capital. I assume total
responsibility..." In Valencia, students from the University of Carabobo were reported to have joined
rebel troops and participated in patrols throughout the city. In Maracay, the rebels broadcast a
communique on local radio expressing resentment over plans to use the military in police actions
against student protesters. The statement said, "We are tired of getting only promises and of being
victims of a system some call `democracy'...We will be free of bureaucracy...from corruption. We
will bring in the best men with the best abilities to occupy public office." Defense Minister Ochoa
Antich reported that 14 soldiers were killed and 51 were injured during the fighting. According
to Caracas city morgue officials, 42 civilians were killed in cross-fire. Police sources reported later
that at least 300 people were killed and wounded in fighting around the presidential palace. A
nearby health clinic was severely damaged, and several patients were injured. The government
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announced a two-day ban on foreign exchange transactions in order to prevent massive capital
flight in the wake of the coup, and to prevent a collapse of the bolivar, currently trading at 62 per
US dollar. (Early afternoon): Defense Minister Ochoa Antich said loyalist troops had "completely
suffocated" the rebels, and that a total of 133 officers and 956 soldiers had been arrested. Active
duty military personnel number about 70,000. According to the minister, only army personnel
were involved in the coup plot. He added that all air force and navy troops remained loyal to
the government. During an emergency session of Congress, former president Rafael Caldera
protested the presidential decree suspending constitutional rights, and said he doubted that rebel
troops had tried to assassinate Perez. Caldera who leads in public opinion polls for president in
1993 urged Perez to implement major reforms demanded by the Venezuelan people. Caldera
called on the Congress for caution in application of the emergency decree, especially in terms
of limiting press freedoms. He added, "We have advanced very little" in recent years in terms
of democracy. Witnesses and a foreign news photographer reported that sporadic gunfire was
heard near Miraflores. The shots apparently were fired by soldiers combing the densely populated
23 de Enero neighborhood, less than a 1.5 km. from the palace. Snipers were reportedly hiding
out in the area. According to the government news service Venpres, loyalist troops retook the
governor's palace in Maracaibo, which had been surrounded by rebel troops. Lt.Col. Francisco
Arias who directed the coup attempt in Maracaibo was brought to the capital in a military plane.
Arias held Zulia state governor Oswaldo Alvarez captive for seven hours before he surrendered.
Earlier, Arias told reporters the rebellion was based on "true Bolivarian thought," and that "in his
memory we conducted this movement...[O]our purpose is to rescue the population shackled by
the politicians, demagoguery and the bureaucracy that dominates this region." Arias had issued a
call to the "progressive clergy, the students and the population in general" to join the movement,
and claimed to have control of all the country's oil installations and "all the necessary elements
to guarantee the success of this military uprising." Sen. David Morales Bello told members of the
Congress that three of Perez's bodyguards were killed in the attack on the presidential palace.
He said when Perez arrived at the airport, he was immediately informed of unusual activity at
several military bases. After stopping at La Casona, he went directly to Miraflores. At that time,
rebel forces arrived at La Casona and attacked with mortar fire. During the subsequent attack
on Miraflores, Perez and an aide escaped by hiding under an overcoat and then made their way
to a television station. Energy Minister Celestino Armas said the coup attempt did not interrupt
oil production and export activities. According to the Metropolitan Police, 40 rebel troops were
captured and taken to the military intelligence (DIM) office in Caracas. Loyalist forces seized 37
FAL rifles, two machineguns, 14 bazookas and several anti-tank weapons. (Late evening): In a
communique, the Defense Ministry reported that 17 soldiers were killed and 60 wounded during the
coup attempt. No details were provided on casualties among loyalist and rebel troops. According
to the communique, seven of Perez's bodyguards were killed. In a televised address to the nation,
Perez called on citizens to resume normal activities on Wednesday, and for children to go to school.
"This will not happen again," he said. According to Information Minister Andres Eloy Blanco,
during the presidential address snipers shot at Miraflores, although the area was surrounded by
police. Blanco said the snipers were not connected with the attempted coup. Feb. 5: According to a
report broadcast by Venevision, shots were fired during the early morning at secret police (DISIP)
headquarters. Apparently police officers mistakenly fired on National Guard troops who arrived
on the scene to reinforce building security. Three officers were reported injured in the exchange.
Caracas residents returned to their normal activities, and all schools, public transportation and
government operations continued. A large contingent of police and soldiers remained guarding the
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presidential palace and residence, and National Guard soldiers patrolled the streets of the capital.
Unidentified gunmen fired on the motorcade of Federal District governor Antonio Ledezma in the
23 de Enero neighborhood near Miraflores. Ledezma was en route to the funeral of a police officer
killed Feb. 4 during the coup attempt. No casualties nor arrests were reported. Information Minister
Andres Eloy Blanco told reporters that 17 people died and 61 were injured during the abortive coup.
Caracas daily newspaper El Universal reported that police arrested three civilians clad in military
uniforms on Feb. 4. The three were carrying guns, grenades and mountain climbing equipment. At
a press conference, Defense Minister Ochoa Antich said Lt.Cols. Hugo Chavez Frias, Jesus Ortiz,
Jose Francisco Arias, Francisco Urdaneta and Joel Acosta were coup plot leaders. He said the five
officers were implicated in coup attempts against the government of Jaime Lusinchi in 1984 and
1989, but never faced charges due to insufficient evidence. According to the minister, a total of 20
people were killed and 60 wounded in the attempted coup. He said three attempts on the life of
President Perez took place. The first took place at the airport upon his arrival from Switzerland,
followed by similar attempts at La Casona and Miraflores. A Defense Ministry communique said
the five coup leaders could receive 25-year prison sentences, the maximum possible within the
military court system. If sufficient evidence is presented on involvement in attempts to assassinate
the president, prison terms would increase to 28 or 30 years. Radio Rumbos reported that casualties
in Caracas, Maracay, Valencia and Maracaibo numbered 300, including about 150 deaths. To counter
rumors that rebel leader Hugo Chavez Frias had committed suicide or died in custody, officials
presented him to photographers. No questions were permitted. Military intelligence (DIM) officers
conducted a search and seizure operation on the grounds of the University of Carabobo, located
200 km. north of the capital. They reportedly discovered a large weapons cache. In a televised
interview, Ret.Gen. Carlos Julio Penaloza told reporters that the coup leaders are ideologically
confused "fundamentalists" who have been planning a coup for eight years. Penaloza, who directed
army forces until June 1991, said he tried to warn Perez that a coup was being planned for sometime
between Feb. 4 and Feb. 27. Penaloza said his relations with Perez had deteriorated, and that the
warning was conveyed indirectly via two Democratic Action (AD) party leaders. Penaloza said the
warnings were ignored because the rebel leaders had good military records. Other contributing
factors were military intelligence disorganization, and the widespread conviction that coups were
a thing of the past. According to Penaloza, the rebels intended to assassinate Perez, and if they
had succeeded with the coup, "there would have been a bloodbath in Venezuela." Feb. 6: In a
nationally broadcast radio message, President Perez issued a call for "reflection on the mistakes of
the government and political sectors...in the country's current social situation...We must reflect on
our responsibility for these rebels thinking that there was potential for overthrowing democracy and
assassinating the president." Daily newspaper El Universal cited Deputy Ronald Ramirez, president
of the congressional defense committee, as saying that 11 army units comprised of between 10,000
and 15,000 soldiers were involved in the coup. Ramirez added that the coup leaders were "the best at
the academy, first-rate leaders and held responsible positions." Six secret police agents searched the
offices of the weekly Zeta magazine and seized equipment and copies. The magazine's most recent
issue reported that "a substantial percentage of Venezuelans hoped for...victory by the insurgents."
In a televised message, Information Minister Andres Eloy Blanco said the news media will face
"severe sanctions" upon failure to "contribute to public tranquility." The Caracas stock exchange
reopened and foreign exchange transactions were resumed. The Democratic Action (AD) party
criticized the nation's military intelligence system for not effectively preventing the coup attempt.
Several political parties also criticized the security measures designed to protect the president. A
group of retired senior military officers submitted a request to the Attorney General's office for
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respect of the human rights of soldiers involved in the coup attempt. Ochoa Antich reiterated that
the majority of the soldiers participating in the coup are not to blame, as they were following orders
of their superior officers. Consequently, he said, "they will not be punished in any way." Police and
snipers exchanged gunfire when officers attempted to prevent hundreds of civilians from looting
stores in Maracaibo, 600 km. west of Caracas. Police arrested 24 people. Looting was reported Feb.
5 in Maracaibo and Caracas. Caracas radio station Rumbos reported that security forces prevented
the occupation of the Maracaibo state attorney general's office by students carrying weapons. Feb.
7: Public security forces confiscated copies of the El Nuevo Pais newspaper in Caracas, Valencia,
Barquisimeto, Coro and Maracaibo. Assistant editor Alberto Nolia said that the Interior Ministry
and presidential press office refused to take his calls, and that he had not been informed of the
reasons for the confiscation. Zeta magazine and El Nuevo Pais share office space and have the
same editor-in-chief, Rafael Poleo. Poleo is a member of Perez's party (AD), and a known critic
of government policies. Poleo fled Venezuela in June after police issued a warrant for his arrest
for weapons possession and ransacked his home, where they seized documents related to an
investigation into military corruption. He now lives in New York. Oscar Yanes, chair of the Chamber
of Deputies media committee, criticized the raid on the offices of Zeta and El Nuevo Pais, as well
as the government's request for "discretion in the news." Yanes said he accepted the suspension
of constitutional guarantees to facilitate a fair government investigation of the coup attempt, but
could not justify "vulgar revenge...or the taking advantage of the constitutional freeze." Perez told
reporters that the coup leaders espoused fascist political ideology. AD party president Humberto
Celli said that Venezuela cannot disregard the possibility of another coup attempt. He emphasized
that "Venezuelans' great discontent" should be channeled instead into the 1993 national elections.
Celli said he favored expanding the base of support for the Perez administration by incorporating
opposition politicians. All Caracas newspapers published a statement by 64 retired military
officers which strongly criticized the coup attempt, attributed to violations of the constitution and
democratic principles by recent governments. The statement accused the Perez administration of
failing to provide provide a minimum standard of living for citizens, of inadequate measures against
corruption, and of failure to protect the interests of national sovereignty in the Gulf of Venezuela.
Secret police agents stormed the country home of Ret.Gen. Jacobo Yepez. Yepez headed the list of
former military officers who issued the statement criticizing the past four civilian governments. Feb.
8: According to Argenis Martinez, national editor of daily newspaper El Nacional, police permitted
circulation of the Saturday edition only after ensuring that the paper was free of a paid political ad
criticizing the government. The announcement by political party Causa R blamed the coup on a
"longstanding social, economic and moral crisis resulting from the abuse of power." Causa R also
accused Perez of trying to impose "a legal dictatorship" after constitutional rights were suspended
following the failed coup. Alicia Herrera, director of weekly magazine Elite, said police confiscated
25,000 copies of the publication. On the cover of the most recent issue was a photograph of President
Perez, his spouse Blanca, and Lt.Col. Hugo Chavez Frias, top leader of the coup attempt. An editor
of the newspaper El Diario de Caracas said their offices were searched by police. The paper had
planned to publish a special supplement on the coup with pictures of Chavez. The photos were not
included, but police still confiscated copies of the paper from newsstands. Local and foreign news
media reported that government censors had been sent to all print and broadcast media newsrooms
to review any material related to the coup. Ambassadors and foreign ministers of Rio Group
member- nations assembled in Caracas to condemn the coup attempt, described as "a direct attack
against democracy in Latin America." Perez denied that any newspapers had been confiscated. He
said, "We are dealing with problems of public security which are handled by the police. You should
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not forget that just four days ago my own life was in danger and our democracy was on the verge
of perishing." The president acknowledged that the government had sent censors to newsrooms,
"to avoid the exaltation of the coup leaders...and the diffusion of subversive documents." Perez
said 10 civilians had died during the coup attempt Feb. 4. The Inter-American Journalists Society
(SIP) expressed support for the Perez government, but condemned the censorship and violation
of press freedoms by government security forces. Feb. 9: At a press conference, Perez said the
restrictions on constitutional guarantees would be in place for another 10 days. He also said the
coup leaders had access to more than 100 radio and TV stations in the early hours of the coup, but
had made no effort to address the nation. Based on information from a partially-destroyed video
that the coup leaders intended to broadcast after the coup, Perez said the rebels had intended
to install a junta, to include a military officer president and several civilians. Local press reports
cited police sources as saying that numerous civilians had been arrested throughout the country
on charges of sedition in connection with the coup. Feb. 10: Police shut down daily newspaper
El Nacional. The newspaper had published stinging accounts of government mismanagement
and corruption since the failed coup. El Nacional director Alfredo Pena said about 2,000 of the
paper's 120,000 copies were distributed before the raid. According to Pena, the police said they
were under orders from the Interior Ministry. Police officers surrounded El Nacional offices for
over 12 hours. Attorney General Ramon Escobar Salom called on the government to reestablish
freedom of expression. Information Minister Andres Eloy Blanco told reporters that restrictions
on constitutional guarantees, including press freedoms, were aimed at normalization, and not
intended to silence the country's media. US State Department spokesperson Richard Boucher
called for the restoration of freedom of the press in Venezuela "as soon as possible." Perez met
with 16 newspaper and other print media editors and agreed to remove civilian and police censors
immediately, according to the editor association director, Luisa de Chiossone. The government
commenced a public information campaign to discredit the coup leaders. The television spots
indicate that the rebel troops wanted to kill civilian men, women and children and President Perez.
The spots were produced by the Central Information Office, which is controlled by the Presidency
Ministry. According to a government communique, Perez ordered Defense Minister Ochoa Antich
to restructure the army. Four new army commanders for bases located in Maracay, Valencia and
Maracaibo were appointed immediately. Feb. 11: The National Journalism College (CNP), a union
organization, requested that Perez restore full constitutional rights and replace Information Minister
Andres Eloy Blanco. According to the Venezuelan news service Innac, police arrested about 40
people accused of attacking and robbing two trucks on the highway between Puerto La Cruz and
Cumana, 300 km. east of Caracas. National Guard troops were called in to control the situation. In a
letter to President Perez, Amnesty International requested that the government respect the human
rights of those involved in the recent coup attempt. [Sources: Dow Jones news service, Radio Caracol
(Colombia), Televen (Venezuela), ACAN-EFE, 02/04/92; El Impulso de Barquisimeto (Venezuela),
02/05/92; Inter Press Service, Washington Post, Deutsche Press Agentur, Chinese news service
Xinhua, 02/04/92, 02/05/92; Notimex, 02/04-06/92, 02/10/92; Associated Press, 02/04-10/92; Agence
France-Presse, 02/04/92, 02/05/92, 02/07/92, 02/09-11/92; Spanish news service EFE, 02/04-11/92]
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